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Textbooks in Context: The Communicative English 
Language Classroom in Japan
Joanne May Sato
Introduction
Textbooks have often been a source of contention in English language teaching 
and learning research and yet they continue to play an important role in many 
English language classrooms around the world (O’Neill 1982, Allwright 1982, 
Sheldon 1988, Ellis 1997, Hutchinson and Torres 1994, Richards 2001, Johnson 
et. al. 2008). This paper will explore some of the reasons behind this 
contradictory relationship where research and reality seem to be at odds. Sheldon 
(1988: 237) notes that textbooks (especially those used as coursebooks) represent 
the “visible heart” of ELT programmes and as such necessitate detailed 
examination. Hutchinson and Torres (1994: 315) reiterate this exalted position of 
the textbook when they state: “The textbook is an almost universal element of 
ELT teaching”. Textbooks have become an unavoidable, made invisible by their 
place as a common feature of language education. Textbooks have also come to 
represent what is expected from an English language class hence it is difficult to 
imagine a class without one, essentially for many classrooms textbook choice is 
an incredibly important decision affecting classroom outcomes.
As Nunan points out (1995: 209), it is very important that the materials are suited 
to the programme and that both the teachers’ and more importantly learners’ 
needs are catered for; although as Richards notes (2001: 257), “It is also 
necessary to realize that no commercial textbook will ever be a perfect fit for a 
language program”. The selection of materials is fraught with this kind of 
paradox; the selection process is full of compromises and negotiation. In Japan 
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84 Joanne May Sato
‘communicative’ English courses are not taught in isolation, students take a 
variety of courses, therefore textbook selection is not only dependent on the class 
in question but also the aims of the curriculum in general. The textbook selection 
process must compliment the selection of textbooks for other courses at the 
university, consider the textbooks used in the surrounding high schools as well 
as meeting the criteria for the class in question. This context-centred approach 
emphasizes the need to construct the “curriculum and methodology” for a course 
only “after consideration of local conditions” (Tomlinson, 2005: 139). This can 
highlight the problems of using “global EFL coursebooks…written by qualified, 
native-speaker teachers whose experience of EFL has been primarily in well-
resourced language schools teaching small classes of motivated learners” (ibid: 
138). 
This paper will conclude with the suggestion that at universities in Japan a move 
away from required ‘communicative’ English classes and global EFL/ESL 
textbooks towards elective content or topic-based classes - utilizing the 
expanding selection of content textbooks now available - would break the pattern 
of repetitive learning the students have had for six years and help to provide 
motivation for both learners and teachers. 
The Images of Textbooks in Research
Considering the size of the ELT textbook market, research evaluating textbooks 
and materials is somewhat limited, as Sheldon observed in 1988. His prediction 
about the increased use of ‘microcomputers’ and the expansion of the market 
into areas such as modifiable formats has to some extent been realized in the 
twenty-first century. Modifiable testing materials and worksheets are the norm 
with contemporary ‘communicative’ textbook series. However, his forecast of 
the decline of the textbook in the traditional format has not yet materialized and 
globally traditional textbooks still remain the mainstay of teaching materials in 
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English language classrooms. Perhaps, because as O’Neill (1982) notes, “There 
is…something enormously valuable and important about the size and feel of a 
book”. Access to hardware for the multi-media software can also be limited 
depending on the context, even in media savvy Japan; since access to home 
computers is limited and most internet access is through the mobile phone 
network, the usefulness of CD-Roms is questionable. Textbooks have also come 
to represent what is expected from an English language class hence it is difficult 
to imagine a class without one.
While textbooks may have evolved from “little design” to “design rich” and from 
“single-volume titles” to “multicomponent/multimedia” from “artificial texts and 
tasks” to “authenticity” as Haines (1996, cited in Richards, 2001:254) found, 
there remains much of the traditional textbook under the glossy exterior of 
contemporary textbooks packages. The grammar follows the grammar that has 
become the standard steps when learning the English language – present tense to 
present continuous to simple past to present perfect and so forth. See Appendix 1 
for a breakdown of the first units of five contemporary textbooks, by their 
grammar focus. Richards (2001 pg. 258) argues this is because of teacher 
expectations, he states, “the publisher will try to satisfy teachers’ expectations as 
to what a textbook at a certain level should contain. For example, if an 
introductory ESL textbook does not include the present continuous in the first 
level of the book, teachers may feel that it is defective and not wish to use it”. 
Textbooks morph into other textbooks albeit a more contemporary version. As 
Shorthall (2007) notes, “The sentence level description of structuralism remains 
with us in contemporary EFL textbooks”. 
Textbooks are used for a variety of reasons. Cunningsworth (1994, adapted from 
Richards, 2001) identifies six roles for teaching materials, including textbooks 
used as coursebooks (see table 1). It is a simple list but one which would seem to 
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denote a weighty burden on ‘textbooks’.
Table 1: The role of teaching materials (Cunningsworth, 1995, adapted from 
Richards, 2001:251)
• A resource for presentation materials (spoken and written)
• A source of activities for learner practice and communicative interaction
• A reference source for learners on grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, and so on
• A source of simulation and ideas for classroom activities
• A syllabus (where they reflect learning objectives that have already been determined)
• A support for less experienced teachers who have yet to gain confidence
Textbooks are perhaps even more significant in an English as a Foreign 
Language classroom (EFL) - where the language being studied is not spoken in 
the wider community - as classes may be the only contact learners have with the 
target language. In an English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom – where 
the language being studied is spoken in the wider community - there are many 
more opportunities to interact with the target language outside the classroom. 
The linked role of the teacher and textbook is an important one, especially when 
the textbook represents the syllabus for that class. This would suggest that the 
selection of textbooks and the interplay between teacher/learner/textbook/
context is of great research value to teachers. 
In spite of this, research into textbooks and textbook evaluation has often focused 
on the negative aspects of textbooks. This is especially true of work from the 
eighties as Hutchinson and Torres (1994, pg. 315) note, “papers…written about 
textbooks have been generally critical.” 
The textbook is described as a “tyrant” by Williams (1983) and unless it is 
evaluated and selected based on the context it will remain so. Sheldon (1988) 
describes the “hap-hazard and under-researched” area of textbook evaluation and 
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again suggests evaluation can only be meaningful if it is based an evaluation 
checklist designed for the context. Hutchinson and Torres (1994:84) describe one 
of the pitfalls of textbooks where - “the danger with ready-made textbooks is that 
they can seem to absolve teachers of responsibility.”- although they go on to 
describe the virtues of textbooks, especially in times of change; again the focus 
here is context. What emerges from more recent research is a transition from the 
textbook as “tyrant” to textbook as contextually dependent, as Tomlinson 
describes (2005, pg. 143)
  Current thinking is that textbooks should be written and evaluated with 
reference to their context of use and that such variables as sociocultural 
background, attitudes to learning, previous language-learning 
experience, and expectations of the learning process should be 
considered when making decisions about materials that will determine 
what goes on in the classroom
Research indicates that context is the essential element and yet, as Tomlinson 
found, “Surprisingly much of the literature on EFL methodology seems to 
disregard contexts of learning” (2005: 138). The methodology employed in many 
EFL classrooms in Japan is one which has been generally designed for use in the 
ESL classrooms of the United States of America, the United Kingdom and 
Australia. The textbooks are also based on methodological second language 
acquisition concepts which are not local in origin. 
The Immediate and Proximate Context
In order to illuminate some of the problems caused by choosing the wrong 
textbook for a communicative English class in Japan a short semi-structured 
interview was conducted with four teachers who used, what was unanimously 
deemed to be an ‘unsuccessful’ textbook. The textbook under evaluation was 
introduced as the coursebook for ‘Communication Skills’ in a class which is a 
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tri-weekly 45 minute required subject class taught by native speakers of English 
at a Catholic, female junior college in northern Japan. It is a required subject 
both semesters in first and second year. This course had used a different popular 
textbook series for many years but the decision was made to abandon this 
popular series as many surrounding high schools had begun using it. The new 
textbook was chosen after two department meetings (native speakers only) where 
various textbooks were presented by individual teachers. 
The decision to select the series was made jointly. As Chambers notes this “joint 
ownership of the original decision” is sensible and should involve the teachers 
who will be using the books (1997: 29). The problem with the decision was not 
who made it but how it was made; no systematic evaluation criteria were used. 
Chambers (1997: 29) suggests we usually make decisions “on the basis of models 
of what constitute good materials that we all, possibly unconsciously, carry in 
our heads”; he (Chambers ibid.) continues “These models represent some kind of 
Platonic ideal, vaguely and fuzzily ‘shadowed’ on the back of our minds”. 
Chambers calls for the use of explicit decision making rather than basing 
decisions on ‘fuzzy’ logic. Although, his argument is perhaps weakened when he 
suggests, if intuition overrides the decision then “disregard the decision” (ibid: 
35). However, it would seem more sensible to have based the decision on a more 
empirical study of the book rather than on a ‘fuzzy’ approach. Previous decisions 
had always resulted in successful learning outcomes and general approval of the 
textbook leading to a rather blasé ‘flicking’ approach to textbook selection. A 
recent study found that textbook evaluation differs between teachers, especially 
between novice and more experienced teachers emphasizing the need for an 
empirically based set of evaluative criteria (Johnson, et. al. 2008). 
Attempts have been made to produce a set of criteria to enable empirical research 
to be carried out on textbooks but, as Sheldon notes, these lists “can never really 
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apply in most local environments, without considerable modification” (1988: 
242). Sheldon (1988) presents 17 evaluative criteria for use when selecting 
textbooks (see Appendix 2). Other researchers have also produced such 
evaluative systems, for example Breen and Candlin (1987), Littlejohn and 
Windeatt (1988), Cunningsworth (1995) and McDonough and Shaw (1993). 
Although as Ellis (2001, pg. 259) notes these models “will not answer all the 
questions every teacher has in mind when choosing materials for his/her 
particular set of students”. These models offer a starting point for textbook 
evaluation but cannot function as stand-alone evaluative systems. This matter is 
further complicated by the fact that each learner has individual learning 
behaviors and preferences – also the class in question is situated in an institution 
with its own unique culture.
The aim of the ‘Communication Skills’ course is to “develop the communicative 
ability of students” this is within the general goal of the English department 
which is to help students’ communicate in “living English”. As Holliday notes, 
“much of what goes on within a classroom is influenced by factors within the 
wider educational institution, the wider educational environment and the wider 
society” (1994: 11). Or as van Lier (1994: pg. 6) reiterates: “The classroom does 
not exist in a vacuum. It is located in an institution, a society and a culture”.
The declining academic level of students entering two-year colleges has led to 
many more students being placed in the ‘false beginner’ category for 
‘communicative’ English classes. This has led to the students repeating the same 
level of a variety of textbooks for many years. Each time they are assessed based 
on test scores and interviews the same ‘false beginner’ label is attached to them. 
If this is extended past the immediate college environment to the state of English 
education as a whole we can identify some of the problems a ‘communicative 
syllabus’ and communicative textbooks have in Japan. Much of Japanese English 
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education is based around the ability to pass tests. Recent calls by the Japanese 
government to focus more on communicative skills are ignored when university 
entrance and job prospects still depend on test scores. This can cause friction 
between non-native teachers using ‘communicative approaches’ and ‘native’ 
teachers focusing on the students’ abilities to pass entrance exams and achieve 
good test scores. There is a tension between traditional grammar-based 
approaches with an emphasis on learning strategies best suited to passing the 
tests and communicative approaches emphasizing communicative competence. 
This separation into two fields of English education can lead to the splitting of 
departments into native and non-native cliques where neither side will accept 
that one of these methods can complement the another. There is a covert 
stalemate. As Kumaravadivelu suggests, “primary pedagogic conceptualization 
in TESOL is conditioned and constrained by the binary categories of native and 
nonnative speakers” – this could be said of teachers as well as learners.
This split runs deep into the English educational landscape of Japan. There are 
two very distinct publishing sections which target each group for textbook sales: 
for native speakers there are Macmillan, Oxford University Press, Cambridge 
University Press and Pearson Longman – for the non-native speakers there are 
Nanundo, Kinseido, Asahi Press and Kenkyusha to name a few. There is an 
urgent need for collaboration between native and non-native teachers and 
administrators. This requires native teachers to study the local language and 
become involved in all aspects of college life. 
The Textbook
The Textbook series was released in 2006 and is still available in 2019 and is 
promoted as their innovative four skills ‘communicative’ series. See table 2 for 
the back cover ‘blurb’:
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Table 2: The Backcover ‘Blurb’. (Top Notch, Saslow and Ascher, 2006)
Make English unforgettable!
Top Notch, a dynamic 6-level course for international communication, sets a new standard, 
using natural language that people really speak. With a rock-solid learner-centered approach, 
Top Notch provides students an opportunity to confirm their own progress at the end of every 
easy-to-teach two-page lesson.
  Essential model conversations that make key social language unforgettable and easy to 
personalize
  Intensive vocabulary development with active recycling
  Complete grammar support-extended be a bound-in Grammar Booster
  “Top Notch Interactions” – unique step-by-step discussions builders that guarantee 
success for all learners
  Thorough attention to pronunciation
  A wide array of learning strategies and activities that promote critical thinking
  Authentic and refreshing content that connects students to the real world
Results and Discussion
The textbook was a resounding failure for the English department teachers, and 
was the topic of many heated discussions. It was dropped after only one year 
having been eagerly hailed as the next successor to the previous textbook. This 
paper attempts to retrospectively analyze the reasons for the intense dislike of 
this textbook series which may help teachers in similar contexts make better 
textbook decisions. Ellis (1997) describes the need for this kind of retrospective 
evaluation because it can help to determine the evaluative criteria which are most 
useful for future predictive evaluations in the context of a particular institution. 
Ellis notes that “teachers do carry out impressionistic evaluations of their 
teaching materials” but it is also very important to, “collect information in a 
more systematic manner” (ibid: 37). This is also part of the larger research field 
of Grounded Theory which has been increasingly popular in the social sciences 
since the 1960s and has been written of in the Japanese EFL context (Hadley, 
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2019).
While it was agreed by all the teachers that the book was a failure, it is essential 
to establish what aspects of it made it a failure in our context. Semi-structured 
interviews were felt to be the most effective method of collecting teacher input 
and by relating this to Sheldon’s evaluative criteria (see Appendix 2) it is hoped 
this qualitative study will supplement the department’s ‘impressionistic’ and 
‘fuzzy’ textbook decisions in the future. By attempting to determine the criteria 
most relevant in this particular case in this context I hope to help minimize the 
chances of a similar mistake being made again. The interviewees were four 
teachers who had taught with the textbook the previous year; they will be known 
as T1, T2, T3 and T4. I felt there were comments to be made on some aspects of 
the text which the teachers have discussed but were not covered by the 
questionnaire. These comments appear under the COMMENT section.
Sheldon Criteria 2: Availability
- Is it easy to obtain sample copies and support material for inspection?
COMMENT: As a native English-speaking college teacher it is far too easy to 
receive copies and we are f looded by samples every year. Unfortunately, the 
smaller publishing houses are unable to compete in this way, and in a smallish 
city with no bookstore with an ELT section it is often the case that the bigger 
publishers get the business for books. 
Sheldon Criteria 4: Layout / graphics
-  Is there an optimum density and mix of text and graphics on each page, or is 
the impression one of clutter?
-  Are the artwork and typefaces functional? Colourful? Appealing?
COMMENT: Top notch is very pretty, it has wonderful graphics, contemporary 
photographs, skillful illustrations, ‘authentic’ articles and a good density of text 
and images. Many other textbooks also display similar features and this has 
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made it more difficult to choose by flicking through books. It is only upon using 
the textbook ‘in action’ that it became clear that some of the images did not 
connect well with the text. This was purely a layout problem but left student’s 
confused and insecure, what should have been very simple exercises were 
rendered useless by this lack of clearness.
Sheldon Criteria 6: Linkage 
- Do the units and exercises connect in terms of theme, situation, topic, pattern 
of skill development, or grammatical/lexical ‘progression’?
T2: “I agree it is “unique step-by-step” – uniquely bad!”
T4: “It was hard to find links between exercises and units.”
COMMENT: The disconnection between units and pages within units was 
perhaps the worst aspect of the textbook. It was difficult for both students and 
the teacher to find a thread – to find links between what had been learnt and 
what was being introduced.
Sheldon Criteria 7: Selection /grading
- Does the introduction, practice and recycling of new linguistic items seem to be 
shallow/steep enough for your students?
T2: “Pairwork activities are too complex for the books level or inappropriate 
(vocab or topics). Example: Coping with Technology in book one + Talking 
about plastic surgery in book 2…. I don’t see intensive vocabulary and 
recycling.”
T1: “Conversations were uninteresting – overuse of “smart” colloquialisms/
expressions”
COMMENT: When conversations contain many too many colloquialisms, 
idiomatic language or fixed expressions the ability of the students to create their 
own conversations is curtailed. If all language is scripted students leave with 
simplistic views of what ‘English’ communication really looks and feels like.
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Sheldon Criteria 8: Physical characteristics
- Is there space to write in the book?
COMMENT: The blank spaces did not correspond with the length of the 
answer. This caused distress for the very lowest students and again an exercise 
which should have been straight forward and confidence boosting caused 
insecurity and self-questioning about language ability.
Sheldon Criteria 9: Appropriacy
- Is the material substantial enough or interesting enough to hold the attention of 
learners?
- Is it pitched at the right level of maturity and language, and (particularly in the 
case of ESP situations), at the right conceptual level?
T1: “Content was beyond the experiences of our students – discussing art/ethics 
etc.”
T3: “The discussions of museums and artists went badly because the students 
have no knowledge of the topic….Unfamiliar vocab with unfamiliar concepts 
and content is a losing combination…. tried to relate the content to the students’ 
lives as much as possible, since students are more interested if they see some 
relevance in the material to their own lives and interests. This was difficult with 
this book.”
T4: “I though the content was a bit obscure and overly difficult.”
Sheldon Criteria 10: Authenticity
- Is the content obviously realistic, being taken from L1 material not initially 
intended ELT purposes?
- Do the tasks exploit language in a communicative or ‘real-world’ way?
T2: “Dialogues are trying to be too “cool” or clever.”
T1: “The INTERACTIONS sections are (typically) too dense – too much 
explanation – writing notes/rules and “comparing with others” (that never 
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works) “discussion” which is too limiting or poorly defined/set up. Too dense – 
non communicative.”
T4: “By including too much extra information and by trying to make dialogues 
‘real’ and interesting (including idioms etc.) the book takes away the teachers’ 
ability to gear it to the students. The dialogues led to confusion and created lots 
more board work for teachers.”
COMMENT: There is material which looks authentic but has been made for the 
textbook. 
Sheldon Criteria 12: Cultural bias
- Are students’ expectations in regard to content, methodology, and format 
successfully accommodated?
- If not, would the book be able to wean students away from their preconceived 
notions?
COMMENT: Considering the “bound in” grammar “booster” this book 
revealed a very similar pattern to books the students have been using since first 
grade junior high (see appendix 2). It was just hidden inside a lot of extra 
information. This textbook did nothing to help students think of English as 
anything other than a series of grammatical steps wrapped in distractions. It 
made teaching uncomfortable and resulted in de-motivation for both teachers 
and learners.
Sheldon Criteria 15: Flexibility
- Can the material be exploited or modified as required by local circumstances, 
or is it too rigid in format, structure and approach?
T2: “I think of the text as a reference point that I can improvise around and 
create successful communication opportunities around the text’s content and 
return to it to give the students a sense of how to build on the target language. A 
good text has a “melody” to improvise around. Inexperienced teachers may stick 
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to the “melody”. A poor text, such as this book, presents problems for 
experienced and inexperienced teachers alike. There is no “melody”, only poorly 
chosen “notes””
Sheldon Criteria 17: Overall value for money
- Quite simply, is the coursebook cost-effective, easy to use, and successful in 
your teaching situation, in terms of time, labour, and money?
- To what extent has it realized its stated objectives
Asked for the general opinion of the textbook:
T1: “It is non-communicative”
T2: “It is the worst coursebook I have ever used in 20 years of teaching.”
T3: “It was terrible”
T4: “It didn’t turn out to be the way I thought.”
Textbook as ‘Work in Process’
Richards (2001: 254-255) summarizes many of the advantages and disadvantages 
of using commercially available textbooks in language teaching (see Table 3). 
 This list ignores the ‘local’: the teacher and learner interaction with the textbook 
Table 3: The Advantages and Disadvantages of Commercial Textbooks 
(adapted from Richards, 2001:252-254)
Advantages Disadvantages
They provide structure and a syllabus for a 
program
They may contain inauthentic language
They help standardize instruction They may distort content
They maintain quality They may not reflect student’ needs
They provide a variety of learning resources They can deskill teachers 
They are efficient They are expensive
They can provide effective language models 
and input
They can train teachers 
They are visually appealing
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‘in action’ in the classroom. Textbooks are formed in class, they are always 
‘works in progress’ and in this sense they are a process begun with the selection 
but not completed until they have been used in class. While it is outside the scope 
of this paper, what is really missing is research on the actual uses of textbooks in 
the classroom. Rea-Dickens and Germaine emphasize this point: “The 
importance of observational data, derived from an analysis of materials in use 
should not be undervalued” (2001, pg. 258). This kind of research would 
certainly be the next logical step. The teachers’ comments have provided a small 
insight into textbook selection and usage but it would be upon seeing the 
textbook being co-constructed in the classroom which would provide more 
substantial data. A study of the interactions resulting from the use of the 
textbook would be beneficial for both researchers, materials producers, teacher 
and students.
Considering the textbook as an evolving process the idea that textbooks help to 
standardize instruction could be viewed as more of a disadvantage than an 
advantage. A textbook used by four teachers will inevitably produce four ‘works 
in process’, four different teachers, four different classrooms, four different 
combinations of students, and thus four ‘works’. This is encouraged in this 
college, teachers are allowed the freedom to use the textbook only as a basis and 
not a “crutch” (Johnson et al. 2008).
There is perhaps a space in between the negative view of the conservative, fixed 
nature of textbooks and the freedom of contextual choice where the textbook 
could be viewed as a process involving learners as well as teachers. Learners 
could construct their own “personalized syllabus” based on the textbook but not 
limited by it (Corder 1973, cited in Brumfit 1983, pg. 92). It is perhaps in the 
spaces of localized ELT classrooms where this individual syllabus is negotiated 
and where it is only truly manifested. Here the textbook exists as a different 
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entity in every class, every time - dependent on numerous learner factors. This 
‘textbook as process’ is the same as Breen’s idea of the process syllabus where, 
“the syllabus could become the plan for the gradual creation of the real syllabus 
in the classroom, jointly and explicitly undertaken by the learners.” Here the 
textbook is a jumping off point, a basis, a foundation and not a “straitjacket” 
(Johnson, et. al. 2008, pg. 162). There is plenty of room for negotiating, adapting, 
extending and editing. However, without a strong foundation (or melody as 
teacher two calls it) cracks can easily appear in both the daily logistics of 
classroom management and the delicate language egos of the students. Many 
teachers do not teach ‘to the book’ but the book still has a role in the co-
construction of a class. A bad book can destroy the efforts of both teacher and 
students.
Conclusion
This is the starting point to the creation of a contextually-based evaluative 
criteria for this college for ‘Communication Skills’. Top Notch was badly 
received in this context but perhaps would be more suited to an ESL context. 
However, in this context even the coursebooks which are popular with teachers 
lose their appeal to the students, especially in the second year, because they have 
studied at the same level for so long. ‘Communicative’ coursebooks can lose 
their appeal because there is no language laboratory outside the door as in the 
case of ESL classrooms. 
Intrinsically interesting materials are a must, classes which are topic based rather 
than grammar based, in which students can do independent research and present 
it in English are necessary in this context. Topic based classes prove very popular 
because the students find it interesting and use the English they have learnt since 
Junior high school in real-time discussions. Task based discussion approaches 
based on interesting content can elevate a class to levels more commonly found 
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in a native speaking English environment. Tomlinson (2005) cites Tennant (2001) 
and the success of his Japanese Art class taught in English. Such classes, 
Tomlinson suggests, “can provide learners with a rich exposure to language in 
use in ways which are educationally valuable and which facilitate language 
acquisition through motivated and meaningful”. Clinging to ‘communicative’ 
coursebooks may lead to teachers having “self-fulfilling beliefs about their 
students’”, they are ‘false beginner’ so we teach them simple present again – 
which in every written test they achieve 100% on. It is time to let the students 
speak. 
Recent innovations in ELT materials are beginning to penetrate through the 
conservative grasp of the publishers and content-based textbooks are more 
readily available. It would also be prudent to investigate local publisher’s 
offerings rather than relying on the textbooks specifically aimed at native 
speaker teachers. There is a wealth of locally produced materials which could be 
utilized by native speaker teachers. A needs analysis of the students’ preferences 
must be carried out before any of this is put into place. The textbook must be 
chosen based on the class in question, the students’ preferences, the teachers’ 
preferences, the department, the college and the wider educational environment. 
Only then will the textbook truly become contextually relevant and positively 
contribute to learning outcomes.
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Appendix 1: The Grammar Contents of Five Contemporary English Language 
Coursebooks
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Appendix 2: Sheldon’s 17 Evaluative Criteria for Textbook Selection
Sheldon’s 17 Qualitative Criteria for Evaluating Coursebooks. (1988: 242-245)
1. Rationale
- Why was the book written in the first place, and what gaps was it intended to fill?
- Are you given information about the Needs Analysis or classroom piloting that were 
undertaken?
- Are the objectives spelt out?
2. Availability
- Is it easy to obtain sample copies and support material for inspection?
- Can you contact the publisher’s representatives in case you want further information about 
the content, approach, or pedagogical detail of the book?
3. User definition
- Is there a clear specification of the target age range, culture, assumed background, probable 
teaching preferences and educational expectations?
- Are entry/exit language levels precisely defined, e.g by reference to international ‘standards’ 
such as ELTS, ACTFL or council of Europe scales, or by reference to local or country-specific 
examination requirements.
- In the case of an ESP textbook, what degree of specialist knowledge is assumed (of both 
learners and teachers)?]
4. Layout / graphics
- Is there an optimum density and mix of text and graphical on each page, or is the impression 
one of clutter
- Are the artwork and typefaces functional? colourful? appealing?
5. Accessibility
- Is the material clearly organized?
- Can the student find his or her location in the material at any point, i.e is it possible to have a 
clear view of the ‘progress’ made, and how much still needs to be covered?
- Are there indexes, vocabulary lists, section headings, and other methods of signposting the 
content that allow the student to use the material easily, especially for revision and self-study 
purposes?
- Is the learner (as opposed to the teacher) given clear advice about how the book and the 
contents could be most effectively exploited?
6. Linkage
- Do the units and exercises connect in terms of theme, situation, topic, pattern of skill 
development, or grammatical/lexical ‘progression’?
- Is the nature of such connection made obvious, for example by placing input text and 
supporting exercises in close proximity?
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- Does the textbook cohere both internally and externally (e.g with other books in the series)?
7. Selection /grading
- Does the introduction, practice and recycling of new linguistic items seem to be shallow/
steep enough for your students?
- Is there a discernible system at work in the selection and grading of these items (e.g on the 
basis of frequency counts, or on the basis of useful comparisons between the learner’s mother 
tongue and English)?
- Is the linguistic inventory presented appropriate for your purposes, bearing in mind the L1 
background(s) of your learners?
8. Physical characteristics
- Is there space to write in the book?
- Is the book robust? too large? too heavy?
- Is the spine labeled?
- Is it a book that could be used more than once, especially if it is marked by previous students?
9. Appropriacy
- Is the material substantial enough or interesting enough to hold the attention of learners?
- Is it pitched at the right level of maturity and language, and (particularly in the case of ESP 
situations), at the right conceptual level?
10. Authenticity
- Is the content obviously realistic, being taken from L1 material not initially intended ELT 
purposes?
- Do the tasks exploit language in a communicative or ‘real-world’ way?
- If not, are the texts unacceptably simplified or artificial (for instance, in the use of whole 
sentence dialogues?
11. Sufficiency
- Is the book complete enough to stand on its own, or must the teacher produce a lot of 
ancillary bridging material to make it workable?
- Can you teach the course using only the student’s book, or must all the attendant aids (e.g 
cassettes) be deployed?
12. Cultural bias
- Are different appropriate religious and social environments catered for, both in terms of the 
topics/situation presented and of those left out?
- Are students’ expectations in regard to content, methodology, and format successfully 
accommodated?
- If not, would the book be able to wean students away from their preconceived notions?
- Is the author’s sense of humour or philosophy obvious or appropriate?
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- Does the coursebook enshrine stereotyped, inaccurate, condescending or offensive images of 
gender, race, social class or nationality?
- Are accurate or ‘sanitized’ views of the USA or Britain presented; are uncomfortable social 
realities (e.g. unemployment, poverty, family breakdowns, racism) left out?
13. Educational validity
- Does the textbook take account of, and seem to be true with, broader educational concerns 
(e.g. the nature and role of learning skills, concept development in younger learners, the 
function of ‘knowledge of the world’, the exploitation of sensitive issues, the value of metaphor 
as a powerful cognitive learning device)?
14. Stimulus / practice / revision
- Is the course material interactive, and are there sufficient opportunities for the learner to use 
his of her English so that effective consolidation takes place?
- Is the material likely to be retained/remembered by the learners?
- Is allowance made for revision, testing, on-going evaluation/marking of exercises and 
activities, especially in large-group situations; are ready made achievement tests provided for 
the coursebook, or is test development left for the hardpressed teacher? Are ‘self-checks’ 
provided?
15. Flexibility
- Can the book accommodate the practical constraints with which you must deal, or are 
assumptions made about such things as the availability of audio-visual equipment, pictorial 
material, make too many demands on teacher’ preparation time and students’ homework time?
- Can the material be exploited or modified as required by local circumstances, or is it too rigid 
in format, structure and approach?
- Is there a full range of supplementary aids available?
16. Guidance
- Are the teacher’s notes useful and explicit?
- Has there been an inordinate delay between the publication of the students and teacher’s 
books which has meant the teachers have had to fend for themselves in exploiting the material?
- Is there advice about how to supplement the coursebook, or to present the lessons in different 
ways?
- Is there enough/too much ‘handholding’?
- Are tapescripts, answer keys, ‘technical notes’ (in the case of ESP testbooks), vocabulary list, 
structural/functional inventories, and lesson summaries provided in the Teacher’s Book?
- Is allowance made for perspectives, expectations, and preferences of non-native teachers of 
English?
17. Overall value for money
- Quite simply, is the coursebook cost-effective, easy to use, and successful in your teaching 
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situation, in terms of time, labour, and money?
- To what extent has it realized its stated objectives
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